1
=
B I Eraad

PAGE AS
THE STATE JOURNAL

JANUARY 16, 2008

et to help colleges

Public universities would have more say in funding campus projects

BY JOE BIESK
ASSQOCIATED PRESS WRITER

Kentucky's public universi-
ties would have more say-so in
obtaining financing for campus
_ projects under a bill approved
Tuesday by a House committee.

Universities looking to finance
major projects could issue bands
on their own under the proposal
that cleared the House Appro-
priations and Revenue Commit-
tee. Lawmakers and the gover-
norwould also have avoicein the
matter.

The bill is important for Ken-

tucky’s public universities, which
are already competing against
other schools and projects for a
limited amount of state financing
through selling bonds, Rep. Bob
Damron, D-Nicholasville, told
the panel. The new debt would
not count against the state’s own
bonding limit, Damron said.
“This is probably more im-

perative now than it's ever been,”
Damron said.

Currently, when a university
wants to take on a project—such
as a new dormitory or library —

it must get legislative authoriza-'

tion. A project then has to be in-
cluded in the state budget and
signed off on by the governor.
Lawmakers, in the current
budget that expires June 30, ap-
proved numerous projects at
public universities throughout
the state that would have been fi-
nanced by selling bonds. Former
Gov. Ernie Fletcher vetoed hun-
dreds of millions of dollars worth
of university projects, such asnew
student housing, classrooms and
research facilities, He claimed
the projects could have adversely
affected the state’s credit rating.
Under the proposal, howev-
er, such bond-financed projects
would not affect the state's bond
rating, Damron said. Lawmakers
would still have oversight over

universities, which would also
need approval from the Coun-
cil on Postsecondary Education,
Damron said.

The governor could also veto
projects, Damron said.

More than 40 other states have
similar setups, Damron told the
panel.

" The legislature returned to
the Capitol last week amid grim
financial forecasts for the com-
ing years.

Gov. Steve Beshear has said
the state is facing a budget short-
fall next year of more than $500
million. Beshear has already im-
posed 3 percent budget cuts on
universities — about $34.5 mil-
lion— and other state agencies to
cope with the anticipated budget
shortfall. But Beshear says deep-
er funding cuts could come next
year.

That’s one reason universities
need more flexibility in bonding
projects, Damron said. ’

“When you have a restricted
budget and restricted funds, uni-
versities need to be unhinged
from any bureaucratic regulation
that's possible,” Damron said.

House Speaker Jody Richards,
D-Bowling Green, said he sup-
ports the plan, which has passed
through the chamber in four pre-
vious sessions.

“It gives the universities a little
more latitude to spend their own

.money,” Richards said. “I think

the vetoed projects this time
make this issue more poignant.
For two years, several universi-
ties have not been able to spend
their own money, which means
these projects are going to be two
years more expensive.”

The measure is headed for the
full House for consideration but
has an uncertain future if it gets
to the Senate. ‘

The legislation is House Bill 111.




